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Revisiting the trajectories of special teacher education in China through policy and practice 
 
Abstract 
The preparation, recruitment, work, and career of teachers are important in education. This is no 
exemption for special education. However, the shortage of qualified teachers serving students 
with disabilities has long been an international problem. In China, both the quantity and the 
quality of special education teachers are of concern. This places unrelenting pressure on special 
teacher education. Given its growing size and challenges, special teacher education has received 
increasing attention from research, policy, and practice. However, there is a dearth of scholarship 
published in English to address these issues. To the best of our belief and knowledge, there is no 
systematic, comprehensive, and contextualised examination of special teacher education in China 
to date. This paper aims to make a contribution in this regard. First, we present the complexities 
of the Chinese context in which special teacher education is situated. Second, we synthesise 
recent literature on special teacher education in China through an extensive review of the relevant 
studies scattered in English publications. Third, we provide insights into special teacher education 
in China, regarding its trajectory of policy making, its history of development, and its strategies 
and challenges. Finally, we conclude our paper with some practical recommendations to aid the 
future development of special teacher education. 
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Introduction  
The population with disabilities in China is the largest in the world (Hampton, 2001; McLoughlin, 
Zhou, & Clark, 2005; Piao, Gargiulo, & Yun, 1995; Sonnander & Claesson, 1997). Among 83 
million people with disabilities, 2.5 million are school-aged children (between six and 14 years in 
age) (National Bureau of Statistics, 2006). Unfortunately, there are some 126,000 school-aged 
children with disabilities not attending school (China's Disabled Persons' Federation, 2011). Given 
its sizable scale and current challenges, special education in China is gaining increasing attention 
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from the international community. Scholars (Deng, Poon-Mcbrayer, & Farnsworth, 2001; Pang & 
Richey, 2006) have presented an overview of the cultural history, current situation, and future 
development of special education in China to their international colleagues.  
 
Teacher education has long been recognised as a key to developing and improving special education 
in China (Chen, 1996; State Council, 2010; Yun, 1994). Following this view, numerous studies 
have discussed the issues pertinent to special teacher education. Nevertheless, these discussions are 
predominantly published in Chinese, which is inaccessible to non-Chinese speaking scholars. Some 
relevant work published in English does focus on the investigation of special teacher education in 
China. These studies have examined the career motivation and professional development of special 
education teachers (Feng, 2008, 2010, 2012), the barriers that affect the retention and attrition of 
these teachers (Payne, 2005), the relationship between teachers’ self-efficacy for inclusive 
education practices and their attitudes towards inclusive education (Malinen, Savolainen, & Xu, 
2012), and a detailed analysis of teacher education for the approach of Learning in Regular 
Classrooms (Yu, Su, & Liu, 2011), a widely recognised form of special education in China in light 
of the international concept of inclusive education (Deng & Holdsworth, 2007; Deng & Manset, 
2000; Deng & Poon-McBrayer, 2004, 2012; Deng & Zhu, 2007; McCabe, 2003; Worrell & Taber, 
2009; Xiao, 2007). However, other scholarly work published in English has only briefly looked at 
the issue of special teacher education and treated it as one of the dimensions of its investigation. To 
the best of our belief and knowledge, there is no systematic and comprehensive analysis of special 
teacher education in China, yet such an analysis could provide rich context knowledge to help make 
a better understanding and deeper sense of the extant work associated with special teacher education. 
We aim to make a contribution in this regard. 
 
We develop our paper in four stages. First, we set the scene for our paper by presenting the 
idiosyncratic Chinese context in which special education is situated. Second, we synthesise recent 
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scholarship on special teacher education in China through an extensive review of the relevant 
studies scattered in English publications. Third, we move on to our examination of special teacher 
education in China – we provide insights into its trajectory of policy-making and legislation, its 
history of development, and its strategies and challenges. Drawing on our insiders’ viewpoints, we 
finally conclude our paper with some practical recommendations to inform the future development 
of special teacher education in China. 
 
Background 
The notion of ‘disability’ in China is contextualised and construed through the complexities and 
sometimes contradictories of Chinese cultural history, political ideology, and contemporary social 
status. More than 2,000 years ago, while Europeans abandoned or even killed children with 
disabilities (Yang & Wang, 1994), ancient Chinese had formulated benevolent attitude toward, and 
responsibilities and respect for, people with disabilities. It is widely recognised that these 
sentiments and propensities were rooted in Confucian dispositions (Deng et al., 2001; Lewis, Chong
‐Lau, & Lo, 1997; Pang & Richey, 2006; Piao et al., 1995; Worrell & Taber, 2009; Yang & Wang, 
1994; Yu et al., 2011). However, Confucian philosophy, at least to a certain extent, was also 
considered to celebrate and accentuate discrimination against people with disabilities through the 
social hierarchy and class stratifications in relation to personal characteristics (Ellsworth & Zhang, 
2007; McLoughlin et al., 2005). Two thousand years later, social awareness and acceptance of 
disability was promoted during Mao’s era through the communist philosophy of humanitarianism 
and egalitarianism (Deng et al., 2001). Nevertheless, such communist ideology failed to 
accommodate the special needs of individuals with disabilities, as it considered individualism 
reactionary, and consequently eliminated any emphasis on individual needs and differences 
(McCabe, 2003; Potts, 1999, 2000). In contemporary China, although the living status of 
individuals with disabilities has gradually improved and will continue to improve (Pang, 2010), 
discrimination and social stigma against disability remain (Campbell & Uren, 2011; Feng, 2010; 
4 
 
Piao et al., 1995; Shang, Fisher, & Xie, 2011). In this vein, previous reviews of the literature 
oversimplify the way that Confucian heritage, Maoist ideology, and contemporary society come to 
shape the notion of disability in China. It only acknowledges one facet of the problem, yet ignores 
the other. The integration of the literature, as discussed above, presents both the consistencies and 
the discrepancies within the Chinese context. As such, the education for people with disabilities has 
to negotiate these tensions, complexities, and contradictories. In other words, special education is 
situated in the idiosyncratic and dynamic scene set by Chinese cultural history, communist political 
ideology, and contemporary social status. 
 
The development of special education in China has followed a complex trajectory. The early 
schooling for individuals with visual and hearing impairments in the late 19th century and the early 
20th century was largely influenced by Western religion (Deng et al., 2001; Ellsworth & Zhang, 
2007; Lewis et al., 1997; Piao et al., 1995; Yang & Wang, 1994). Following the foundation of the 
People’s Republic of China in 1949, special education was formally established and gradually 
promoted through the public education system but it suffered from a delayed growth due to the 
political instability and economic adversity particularly during the Cultural Revolution (Ellsworth 
& Zhang, 2007; Lewis et al., 1997; McLoughlin et al., 2005; Piao et al., 1995; Yang & Wang, 
1994). From the 1980s onwards, special education has proliferated at various levels (Ellsworth & 
Zhang, 2007; McCabe, 2003; Pang, 2010). Early childhood education has adopted a ‘Three Earlies’ 
approach, namely ‘early discovery, early diagnosis, and early intervention’ (Deng et al., 2001); 
developed various intervention and rehabilitation programs (Yang & Wang, 1994); and attempted to 
gradually universalise preschool education for children with disabilities (Lei & Deng, 2007). In 
compulsory education, there has been a movement of ‘Learning in Regular Classrooms’, inspired 
by the international surge of inclusive education (Deng et al., 2001; McCabe, 2003; Sonnander & 
Claesson, 1997). In vocational education, various tailored programs have been developed, and 
higher education institutions have started to accept students with disabilities (Deng et al., 2001). 
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However, given the size and scope, the development of special education is never an easy task to 
achieve. 
 
Special teacher education: an overview of the literature 
As one of the most significant and costly resources in education, teacher are central to school 
improvement efforts (OECD, 2005, 2012). This is no exemption for special education. However, 
the shortage of qualified teachers serving students with disabilities has long been an international 
problem (Brownell, Miller, & Smith, 1999; Payne, 2005). In China, this problem is becoming 
increasingly visible (McLoughlin et al., 2005; Piao et al., 1995; Stratford & Ng, 2000; Xiao, 2007; 
Yang & Wang, 1994). Therefore, teacher education plays a critical role in producing more 
confident teachers to offer better services to children with disabilities (Chen, 1996).  
 
In China, the growth in special teacher education has been remarkable (Ellsworth & Zhang, 2007; 
Piao et al., 1995), yet challenges remain. Firstly, the existing special teacher education programs are 
insufficient in number. Although there has long been a call for the establishment of special teacher 
education programs in more higher education institutions to address this insufficiency (Chen, 1996), 
special teacher education is still only offered in a limited number of higher education institutions 
today (Feng, 2010; Yu et al., 2011). The number of graduates from these institutions can hardly 
meet the demands for special education (Pang & Richey, 2006). Consequently, there is a severe 
shortage of qualified special teachers (McLoughlin et al., 2005; Piao et al., 1995; Stratford & Ng, 
2000; Xiao, 2007; Yang & Wang, 1994). The high student-teacher ratio (Yu et al., 2011) epitomises 
this shortage. Because of this shortage, special education teachers are reportedly overloaded by a 
multitude of tasks (Ding, Gerken, VanDyke, & Xiao, 2006) and high-intensity working hours (Pang, 
2010), but with a low salary (Pang & Richey, 2006). There is scant support from speech 
pathologists, school psychologists, occupational therapists, and teaching associates/assistants (Ding 
et al., 2006; Ellsworth & Zhang, 2007; Xiao, 2007; Yu et al., 2011). To tackle this problem would 
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demand the development of new courses and the expansion of existing programs in more 
institutions (Stratford & Ng, 2000) and the recruitment of more special educators in their faculties 
(Kritzer, 2012).  
 
Secondly, there is a remarkable regional difference in the quantity and quality of special education 
teachers, with those in less developed regions of particular concern (Ding et al., 2006; Feng, 2010; 
McLoughlin et al., 2005; Piao et al., 1995; Yu et al., 2011). The scarcity of special education 
professionals in rural China (Pang & Richey, 2006) and the high turnover rate of special education 
teachers in these areas (Pang, 2010) stand in dramatic contrast to the adequate supply of qualified 
special education professionals in big cities like Beijing and Shanghai (Pang & Richey, 2006). The 
establishment of a national standard or system for special education teachers’ qualification, coupled 
with the contextualised local standard or system, may be helpful in closing this regional gap (Yu et 
al., 2011). 
 
Thirdly, current teacher training models overemphasise the educational theory while overlooking 
teaching practice (Yu et al., 2011). To strengthen the theory-practice link, integration of pre-service 
and in-service teacher training is considered to improve the professional competence of special 
education teachers (Yu et al., 2011) in terms of ability improvement, knowledge update, and 
awareness of legislation in special education (Pang & Richey, 2006). In-service training seems to be 
of particular salience to address the theory-practice gap. Options for in-service training include 
distance education (Piao et al., 1995; Potts, 1999; Yu et al., 2011), correspondence courses, and 
mentoring programs (Piao et al., 1995). Regular on-site training, short-term summer programs, and 
part-time degree or diploma programs offered by higher education institutions being reportedly 
welcomed by special education teachers (Ellsworth & Zhang, 2007; Potts, 2000). Regular teachers 
also need training to understand the significance and methods of inclusive education so that they are 
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able to accommodate the individual needs of students with disabilities learning in regular 
classrooms (Chen, 1996; Kritzer, 2012).  
 
In brief, although special teacher education in China has made dramatic advances over the years, 
problems associated with the quantity and quality of special education teachers are becoming 
increasingly visible. These include insufficient numbers of special teacher education programs 
offered at higher education institutions, the remarkable regional difference in the quantity and 
quality of special education teachers, and the theory-practice gap in the current special teacher 
education programs. All of these issues put unrelenting pressure on special teacher education. 
Despite our efforts to synthesise the existing scholarship, current discussions relevant to special 
teacher education in China seem more like ‘broken pieces’ scattered in the literature. A systematic, 
comprehensive, and contextualised examination of special teacher education in China is absent to 
date. To address this gap, we then provide a panoramic and penetrating discussion of special teacher 
education by analysing its trajectory of policy-making and legislation, reviewing its history of 
development, explicating its existing strategies, pointing to its current problems, and making 
recommendations for future policy and practice. 
 
Trajectory of policy-making and legislation for special teacher education 
In 1951, the then Chinese Political Council promulgated the Decision to Reform the Education 
System, which explicitly required governments at all levels to establish schools for individuals with 
visual and hearing impairments and to provide education for children, adolescents, and adults with 
physical disabilities (Political Council, 1951). This document, for the first time in Chinese 
education history, included special education in the formal public education system and advocated 
the legislation for special teacher education. Following this document, subsequent special education 
laws and policies started to address special teacher education, including pre- and in-service training 
for special education teachers working not only in special schools but also in regular schools.  
8 
 
In 1990, the Protection Law for Individuals with Disabilities was passed and then amended in 2008. 
Article 28 of this law highlights special teacher education. 
 
China shall strategically establish special teacher education institutions and 
programs in various forms at different levels.  Normal universities and collegesi 
shall develop special education programs for the purpose of pre- and in-service 
training for special education teachers. The curriculum of these programs shall 
also help regular teachers understand special education knowledge. Special 
education teachers and sign language translators shall receive an allowance. 
 
In August 1994, the Act of Education for Individuals with Disabilities was passed. The 1994 Act 
was the first education policy particularly for individuals with disabilities, aiming to ensure their 
equal right to education. Moreover, Chapter Six of the Act focuses on special education teachers 
and elaborates on their professional qualification and salary levels as well as the objectives, 
institutionalisation, and curricula for special teacher education.  
 
Chapter 10 of the State Guidelines for Medium- and Long-term Education Reform and Development 
Plan (2010-2020) addresses special education and also highlights special teacher education in terms 
of the government’s commitment to improving the overall quality of special education teachers and 
the salaries that these teachers receive through more government financial support.  
Apart from the laws and policies issued by the central government, education departments are also 
engaged in legislation for special teacher education. The Ministry of Education, together with other 
relevant government sectors, proposed the Recommendations for the Further Development of 
Special Education and the Recommendations for the Development of Special Teacher Education in 
2009 and 2012 respectively. These recommendations, especially the 2012 ones, are informative and 
specific. According to these recommendations, professional standards are to be developed to help 
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improve the overall quality of special education teachers. To help teachers meet these standards, 
tertiary education institutions for special teacher education need to improve the quality and enhance 
the quantity of existing programs to address the local, regional, and national demands for special 
education. Cross-disciplinary programs are to be developed, with particular regards to cooperation 
with medical schools, to train special education teachers with professional competence and skilled 
professionals for disability rehabilitation. Normal universities and colleges are encouraged to offer 
courses in special education to all their students so that these students will be confident in teaching 
students with disabilities in regular classrooms after their graduation. All special education teachers 
are expected to complete a ‘National Scheme’ of five-year in-service education, consisting of at 
least 360 credit hours composed of both intensive training and distance training. Trainings for 
teachers working in special schools and teaching in regular classrooms are of equal importance. 
Information technology needs to be embedded in the training, for example, to build an online 
learning community.  
 
Over the past six decades, laws, acts, and policies at different levels in China have formulated the 
legal framework for the development of special teacher education. Nevertheless, a specific law or 
act for special education is still absent to date, let alone the legislation needed for special teacher 
education. Consequently, the extant legal and policy documents, even though they have addressed 
issues in relation to special teacher education, fail to capture its particularities, nuances, and 
dynamics.  
 
Development of special teacher education: a historical review 
Since the inclusion of special education into the formal public education system, the number of 
special education teachers has gradually increased. In 1953, there were 444 special education 
teachers working in schools for individuals with visual and hearing impairments; this number grew 
to 2,613 in 1965; the number kept growing even during the Cultural Revolution; by 1976, there 
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were 3,745 special education teachers; and, by 1980, the number was 4,791 (Ministry of Education, 
1949-1981). Nevertheless, there were no formal education programs for special education teachers 
prior to the 1980s; consequently, special education teachers were often selected from regular 
schools (Piao et al., 1995). Apprenticeship and mentoring became the dominant approaches for 
professional development of special education teachers at that time (Yang & Wang, 1994). Other 
approaches to professional development included three-to-six-month training programs organised 
by central and local education departments in the late 1950s, consisting of various modules, such as 
classroom observations, discussions and reflections, as well as teaching practice and internship. 
Although these in-service training approaches somewhat alleviated the shortage of special 
education teachers, the quantity and quality of teachers then could still not satisfy the demand for 
the development of special education. In this respect, there was an agenda for pre-service training of 
special education teachers. 
 
In 1981, the Department of Special Teacher Education was established in Zhaodong Normal 
College in Heilongjiang province, which became the first institution specifically for pre-service 
training of special education teachers. Since then, pre-service education programs have proliferated 
in normal universities and colleges. In 1984, the central government established the Nanjing 
Normal College of Special Teacher Education. In September 1986, the School of Education at 
Beijing Normal University started to offer undergraduate degree program in special education, with 
an enrolment of 15 students in that year. Subsequently, the School of Psychology at East China 
Normal University, the School of Education at Central China Normal University, and the Schools 
of Education at Southwest Normal University and Shaanxi Normal University started to offer 
undergraduate degree programs in special education in 1988, 1990, and 1993 respectively. 
Following this, undergraduate degree and diploma programs in special education were started in 
Liaoning Normal University and many other normal universities. By 1998, there were 35 secondary 
normal colleges specifically for special teacher education and seven special education programs 
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offered in different tertiary education institutions (Wang, 2012). Graduates from the former can 
choose either to continue their study at tertiary education institutions or to teach students with 
disabilities learning in regular classrooms or special schools/classrooms, while graduates from the 
latter can choose to teach in either secondary colleges or special schools/classrooms. These 
secondary and tertiary education institutions shoulder the responsibility for the pre-service 
education of special education teachers. Figure 1 illustrates the pre-service education system for 
special education teachers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Pre-service education system of special education teachers 
  
It should be acknowledged that these secondary and tertiary education institutions are also 
committed to in-service training for the professional development of special teachers. In this vein, 
the special teacher education system has gradually formulated a national network that connects 
secondary education with tertiary education and integrates pre-service degree or diploma education 
and in-service professional development. Working through this national network, the previous 
short-term informal in-service training has been recast into the current model of long-term formal 
pre-service education complemented by in-service training. This model has benefited both the 
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quantity and the quality of special education teachers who are not only knowledge-competent in 
pedagogy, developmental psychology, special education, and disability diagnosis, but also confident 
in teaching students with disabilities by virtue of their practice and internship in schools. 
 
Since the beginning of the 21st century, two fundamental changes have taken place in special 
teacher education in China. Firstly, special teacher education has been gradually elevated to a 
higher level. In 1999, the State Council issued the Decision of Furthering Education Reform and 
Fostering Quality-Oriented Education. This national policy points to the upgrading of the existing 
normal universities and colleges. Following this policy, special teacher education programs at the 
secondary level were gradually removed and secondary normal colleges were correspondingly 
upgraded to tertiary level. For example, the Department of Special Teacher Education at Beijing No. 
1 Normal College was restructured into the School of Special Education at Beijing Union 
University in 2000. This school focuses on special teacher education and also enrols students with 
visual and hearing impairments. At the same time, normal universities have remarkably enriched 
their special education programs. For example, Beijing Normal University and East China Normal 
University established master and doctoral programs in special education in the late 1990s. The 
upgraded and diverse special education programs include degree and diploma courses at both 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Secondly, the national fee waiving policy for students 
enrolled in teacher education programs at universities has a positive impact on special teacher 
education, with particular benefits for the development of special education in disadvantaged 
regions. Graduates from these programs are encouraged to return to work in the regions from where 
they originated. The six national normal universities started to offer the fee waiver in 2007. For 
example, Beijing Normal University has offered this fee waiver scholarship to 79 special education 
students from inland and far-west China. Sixty-one of these students have graduated and returned to 
work in those disadvantaged regions. The fee waiving policy significantly contributes to the 
improvement of the quality of special education teachers in underdeveloped regions. 
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Over the past six decades, the quantity and quality of special education teachers have gradually 
grown. During the past decade, the number of special education teachers and the percentage of 
these teachers with undergraduate educational qualifications or above have increased consistently 
(see Figures 2 and 3 – the data for the year 2002 was missing). In 2001, there were 28,494 special 
education teachers, with only 7.94% of them having undergraduate educational qualifications or 
above. The number and the percentage have increased to 41,311 and 49.61% in 2011 (Ministry of 
Education, 2001-2011).  
 
Figure 2. The growth of special education teachers in number (2001-2011) 
 
 
Figure 3. The growth of special education teachers in percentage of those with undergraduate educational 
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In brief, special teacher education has made a dramatic transformation through its six-decade 
journey – from informal training to formal education, from secondary colleges to tertiary 
institutions, from local sponsorship and operationalisation to national support through centralised 
approaches such as the ‘National Scheme’ and the national fee waiving policy. Over the years, 
special teacher education has formed a diverse and dynamic model contextualised in the Chinese 
setting, which in return addresses the educational equity and quality for people with disabilities. 
 
The strategy of special teacher education: pre-service education and in-service training 
As discussed earlier, pre-service education of special teachers is mainly administered by normal 
colleges specifically for special teacher education and normal universities with special education 
programs. There are currently over 50 such tertiary education institutions, most of which were 
established after 2000. More than 10 have been established since 2009. The objectives of pre-
service education of special education teachers at these institutions are similar, comprising three 
dimensions – the overall objective, the professional objective, and the career objective. Cultivation 
of graduates with humane and scientific dispositions is the overall objective of special teacher 
education. The professional objectives target the capture of fundamental theories and knowledge in 
pedagogy and special education, the development of professional competence in special education, 
and the obtainment of practical skills for special education. The career objectives serve the schools 
in terms of providing specialised graduates that are confident in teaching, research, and practice in 
the special education sector.   
 
The tertiary education institutions offer three-year diploma and four-year degree programs at 
undergraduate level. The diploma program consists of different sub-majors in special education, 
each of which addresses a particular form of disability, for example visual impairment, hearing 
impairment, or intellectual disability; or focuses on a particular form of professional skill, for 
example language pathology or disability rehabilitation. Depending on the sub-major, graduates are 
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able to work with students with a particular form of disability who are studying in either special 
schools/classrooms or regular classrooms. Different from the diploma program, the degree program 
is not broken down into sub-majors. Instead, it is more comprehensive, covering relevant and 
various aspects of special education, with particular foci on pedagogy and psychology, coupled with 
biology and medical science as well as studies on visual impairment, hearing impairment, physical 
impairment, intellectual disability, learning difficulty, and autism. The degree program has two 
models. The consistent model, which is also the dominant model, focuses on special education all 
through the undergraduate years. In contrast, the two-stage model firstly enrols students into the 
program of bachelor of education and then starts with general courses in education during the first 
three or four semesters. Afterwards, qualified students can voluntarily choose the major of special 
education and focus on special education courses in the following semesters.  
 
The curricula of diploma and degree programs have three strata of courses, namely the general 
education courses, the basic theoretical courses, and the specialised courses. The general education 
courses are centrally designed and therefore largely identical. These courses normally include 
Chinese socialist studies, second language, computer science, physical education, and basic military 
theories. The basic theoretical courses usually cover primary knowledge about education and 
psychology. These courses construct the basis for further study of special education. The specialised 
courses are the core of special education programs. The range, number, and the credit of these 
courses are dependent on the objectives of different programs. In addition to these three dimensions, 
an internship of approximately 10 weeks is embedded in both diploma and degree programs. 
Nevertheless, the diploma program is more skill-based and the degree program is more knowledge-
based. 
 
In contrast to pre-service education, in-service training targets the professional development of 
special education teachers. The training, often short-term, intensive, and tailor-made, helps current 
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special education teachers to improve their academic qualifications and teaching approaches, to 
update their professional knowledge, to promote the use of technology in special education, and to 
better solve problems in their own teaching. For example, the Ministry of Education (2012) started 
to pilot the curriculum for the ‘National Scheme’. This curriculum was broken down into 10% of 
the courses related to ethics of teaching and professionalism, 40% to professional knowledge, and 
50% to professional capacity building, including but not limited to teaching design, teaching 
assessment, teaching and research, use of technology in teaching, and classroom management.  
 
In-service training for special education teachers has been emphasised through both legislation and 
practice. At the legislation level, the 1993 Teacher Law of People’s Republic of China, the 1994 Act 
of Education for Individuals with Disabilities, and the 1998 Regulations for Special Schools all 
require special education teachers to receive in-service training. The ‘National Scheme’ proposed 
by the 2012 Recommendations for the Development of Special Teacher Education, as introduced 
earlier, also highlights the salient role of in-service training. At the practice level, in-service training 
for special education teachers is largely decentralised, sponsored by local departments of education 
and administered mainly by tertiary normal institutions. The education departments and tertiary 
normal institutions have developed a diversity of in-service training approaches. Formal approaches 
include academic seminars, short-term courses, distance education, and workshops. Informal 
approaches include the traditionally important mentoring programs, coupled with academic reading, 
school visit, and classroom observation. In-service training for special education teachers has 
become a component of continuing education in many developed regions. Beijing, Shanghai, 
Tianjin, and Guangzhou have established special education teacher training centres. Tertiary normal 
institutions work closely with local schools and link their research to practice, which informs the 
program design for in-service training. However, the decentralised model has marginalised, at least 
to a certain extent, the underdeveloped, rural, and remote areas. Due to the remarkable regional 
difference in educational resources (Mu et al., 2013), in-service training for special education 
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teachers in these disadvantaged regions has fallen far behind. In this vein, the ‘National Scheme’ 
aims to narrow the regional difference through a centralised training model. Despite the investment 
from local and central governments, in-service training has not yet formed a systematic structure. 
The continuity, specificity, practicality, and sustainability of in-service training are not satisfactory.  
 
Challenges for special teacher education  
Over the past decades, special teacher education has made great achievements through diverse and 
dynamic programs of pre-service education and in-service training. However, there remain gaps 
between pre- and in-service education, between supply and demand for special education teachers, 
and between policy and practice.  
 
Firstly, a consistent spectrum of special teacher education models has not been formulated to link 
the pre-service education to the in-service training. The fresh graduates start their career of special 
education immediately after completion of their pre-service education at tertiary education 
institutions. Despite that brief induction programs are available to most new teachers through the 
one-year probation, this form of induction ignores the differences between special education 
teachers and regular teachers and overlooks the salience of substantial induction for new special 
education teachers. Moreover, current in-service training is largely tailored for experienced special 
education teachers, not for the novices. There is insufficient support for novice teachers after their 
completion of pre-service education and before their engagement in in-service training for more 
experienced teachers. In other words, there is a gap between pre-service education and in-service 
training. 
 
Secondly, despite the proliferation of special education programs at tertiary education institutions, 
the number of graduates from these programs cannot satisfy the demands. Some 126,000 school-
aged children with disabilities are matter-of-factly absent from school (China's Disabled Persons' 
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Federation, 2011). The various reasons behind their dropout of, or inaccessibility to, school fall 
beyond the scope of investigation of our paper, but these children are entitled to education. 
Schooling for these children evidently requires a large quantity of qualified special education 
teachers in future years. In addition to future demand, there is currently a paucity of qualified 
teachers working in the field of special education. A large-scale national survey was conducted in 
1,302 special schools across 28 provinces, autonomous regions, and centrally administered 
municipalities (Wang, Wang, & Zhu, 2012).  Of all the surveyed special schools, 75.7% reported 
teacher shortages. According to the Ministry of Education (2011), half of the current special 
education teachers have not completed their undergraduate study. Another large-scale national 
survey of 3,215 special education teachers in 145 special schools distributed across 31 cities in 12 
provinces and centrally administered municipalities unearthed that of all the surveyed teachers who 
have completed their undergraduate study, only 21.8% of them have received their diploma or 
degree in special education (Wang, 2012). The current professional qualification of special 
education teachers is of concern. These data epitomise the imbalance between supply and demand 
for special education teachers and reflect the insufficient number of tertiary education institutions 
for special teacher education (Feng, 2010; Pang & Richey, 2006; Stratford & Ng, 2000; Yu et al., 
2011). The 2012 Recommendations for the Development of Special Teacher Education, as 
introduced earlier, advocates the expansion of special education programs at tertiary education 
institutions. 
 
Thirdly, there is a gap between policy and practice. For example, although Articles 33 and 37 of the 
Act of Education for Individuals with Disabilities explicitly require special education teachers to 
receive a national teacher’s qualification for teaching individuals with disabilities in addition to the 
obtainment of the general teachers’ qualification, there is a dearth of details in this Act to explicate 
the entry requirements, qualification standards, and professional levels for special education 
teachers, and consequently the professional accreditation for special education teachers is largely 
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absent to date. The only exemption is in Shanghai, where special education teachers’ accreditation 
system has been institutionalised, through which special education teachers obtain their professional 
qualifications to be able to work in schools either for students with visual impairment, hearing 
impairment, or intellectual disability, or for juvenile delinquents. Since 2002, Shanghai has 
designed certain induction programs to help fresh special education teachers obtain accreditation. In 
contrast, fresh special education teachers in all other regions only receive the general teachers’ 
qualification after completing their tertiary study. In this vein, special education begs a set of 
national criteria for professional accreditation, which will form a framework to guide both the pre-
service education and the in-service training for special education teachers. Our point here is 
consonant with the previous literature (Yu et al., 2011) and the current policy directions. 
 
Recommendations 
Special education is an integral part of education system. Given the special needs of students with 
disabilities, special education teachers require more specialised qualification than regular teachers. 
To this end, special teacher education in many countries has attempted to address the specialisation 
of special education teachers through various approaches. In the United States, the Council for 
Exceptional Children has been committed to the development and dissemination of professional 
standards for the field of special education since its earliest days (Council for Exceptional Children, 
2012a, 2012b). Similarly, the Institute of Correlational Pedagogy of the Russian Academy of 
Education, founded and once headed by Lev Vygotsky, has developed the Special Federal 
Government Educational Standards for Children with Limited Health Capacities (SFGOS). SFGOS 
is a set of individualised special education standards for students with nine different types and 
degrees of impairments, including deafness, partial hearing loss or postlingual deafness, blindness, 
partial vision loss or late-onset blindness, speech impairment, motor disorders, delay of mental 
development or learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, and autism spectrum disorder 
(Vodonos, 2012).  
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Following the international route of the specialisation of special education teachers, China should 
place teachers’ professionalisation at the core of special teacher education. By professionalisation, 
we mean the integration of consistency, continuity, and sustainability throughout the career 
development of special education teachers. This enables both current and prospective special 
education teachers to develop their professional competence and learning capacity to address 
particular needs of every student with disability in changing, complex, and dynamic contexts. 
Professionalisation demands ongoing education and life-long career development in an open system 
along a consistent spectrum, from pre-service education, through induction, to in-service training. 
 
To underpin professionalisation, an accreditation system needs to be established urgently. This 
accreditation should set up the entry requirements and professional qualifications for the career of 
special education teachers. Detailed criteria may include various dimensions, such as professional 
ethics, career motivation, theoretical knowledge, and practical skills. The accredited qualification 
should follow a hierarchy, from general teachers’ qualification, through special teachers’ 
qualification, to a specialised qualification in working with students with a particular form of 
disability. 
 
Before the establishment of formal special teacher education, informal training for novice special 
education teachers through apprenticeship and mentoring played a critical role. This traditional 
form of training should and will continue to retain its salience in contemporary China. When 
substantial induction programs for novice special education teachers are currently absent, 
apprenticeship and mentoring are valuable approaches for the younger generation teachers to 
sharing the experience and reproducing the professional skills of the older generation.  
 
Special teacher education should be conducted on a cross-disciplinary basis – working with medical 
science is particularly important. Students with special needs not only are entitled to receive regular 
21 
 
education but also require assistance and intervention in, and rehabilitation of, behaviour, language, 
and socialisation. By virtue of this cross-disciplinary education, special education teachers will 
become more confident in working with students with disabilities, not only in special 
schools/classrooms but also in regular classrooms. The latter is crucial because it resonates with the 
internationally recognised concept ‘inclusion’ that underpins educational equity. 
 
The promotion of educational equity through high quality provision of education for disadvantaged 
groups can help to narrow the gap in educational quality currently existing in China (Mu et al., 
2013). In this respect, special education largely addresses the issue of educational equity. The 
regional difference in the quantity and quality of special education teachers is evident (Ding et al., 
2006; Feng, 2010; McLoughlin et al., 2005; Piao et al., 1995; Yu et al., 2011). As powerful 
approaches to closing the regional gap, the ‘National Scheme’ of in-service training for special 
education teachers and the fee waiving policy for special education students at tertiary normal 
institutions deserve continuous and increasing attention and investment from the central 
government.  
 
Conclusion 
Attracting, developing, and retaining effective teachers as well as the preparation, recruitment, work, 
and career of qualified teachers are crucial to special teacher education in all countries. Our paper 
shares the Chinese experience with the international community of special education through a 
panoramic and penetrating overview of special teacher education in China, which has developed 
along a complex trajectory, full of potholes and distractions.  
 
Current normal tertiary education institutions for special teacher education have been established 
from scratch – there was no formal education for special education teachers three decades ago. 
Special teacher education firstly struggled to increase the number of special education teachers, and 
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then shifted its focus on both the quantity and the quality of special education teachers, with the 
ultimate goal to realise the professionalisation of the career of special education. Over the years, 
special teacher education has gradually formulated a system that fits the idiosyncratic Chinese 
context. However, special education in China has a short history, compared to developed countries. 
The shortage of qualified teachers and the regional gap in teachers’ quantity and quality still 
challenge special education in China. How to capitalise on the limited resources to further develop 
the system of special teacher education and to keep improving the overall quality of special 
education teachers remains a difficult question.  
 
The jobs of special education teachers are often perceived as the hardest and most complicated ones 
in the field of education (Payne, 2005). The commitment of teachers to serving a vast dimensional 
group of students with special needs is crucial not only to the educational equity but also to the 
social fairness. However, there is increasing concern about the eroding altruistic commitment to 
public good and ethical codes with the growing influences of neoliberal dispositions in 
contemporary, marketised societies (Saks, 1995). Commitment to public service in disadvantaged 
regions is particularly problematic given the steady flow of young professionals out of such 
localities (Carr & Kefalas, 2009). How to promote special education teachers’ career motivation 
within the neoliberal educational market is another project for special teacher education not only in 
China but also in all countries at present and in future. 
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Endnote 
                                                          
i Normal universities and colleges refer to education institutions that are traditionally responsible for 
teacher education. They are also termed as tertiary normal institutions. 
